
Johannes Sophus Gelert

GELERT, Johannes Sophus, sculptor, was born in the village of Nybel, Schleswig, 
Denmark (now part of Prussia), Dec. 10, 1852, son of Ludwig Christian Friedrich 
and Constance A. F. (Pedersen) Gelert. Both his parents possessed artistic ability; 
his father was at one time court jeweler to Dom Pedro, emperor of Brazil, and his 
mother was a skillful designer of flowers. In his hours of leisure, at school, the 
son amused himself making drawings and clay images of animals, quite without 
instruction, and following his own inclination. In 1866 when the family removed 
to Copenhagen, he was apprenticed to a wood-carver, and in 1870 he entered the 
Royal Academy of Fine Arts, completing his studies with honor in 1875, all the 
while working at his trade. In the following summer he located in Stockholm, 
Sweden,  where  lie  executed  several  pieces  of  statuary  in  marble  for  Prof.  F. 
Kjeldberg.  In  1877  he  made  an  extensive  tour  through Germany,  stopping  at 
Berlin, Dresden and Munich, and then spent fifteen months in Paris. Having just 
completed his studies in Copenhagen he did not feel inclined to enter the Ecole 
des  Beaux  Arts,  having gained  a  most  unfavorable  impression of  most  of  the 
French sculptures shown at the Salon as betraying poor taste, minutely realistic,  
utterly in contrast to Thorwaldsen's lofty idealism. Accordingly he went to work 
on some original conceptions. His colossal group, representing the Norse god, 
Thor, combating a bull, exhibited at the Salon of 1878, was the result. Although 
this work received much favorable comment in the French art journals, it found 
no purchaser, and having spent more than his savings, Mr. Gelert was obliged to 
return to Copenhagen. In the following year he went to Berlin, where he worked 
almost  three  years  for  Prof.  R.  Siemening,  A.  Wolf,  F.  Hartzer  and  other 
contractors on large monumental works. In 1882 he received a commission for a 
number  of  decorative  statues  for  a  new  theatre  in  Copenhagen,  and  having 
completed them, was awarded a scholarship by the Danish government, such as 
is  given only  to  advanced  artists  of  recognized  ability.  He thereupon went  to 
Rome to continue his studies, and while making himself thoroughly acquainted 
with  ancient  and  modern  masterpieces,  also  attempted  some  original  work, 
notably a life-size group of two children, called the "Little Architect." At the end 
of nine months he returned to Copenhagen, where he was kept scantily busy until 
the spring of 1887, when he concluded to seek a large field for his activity in this 
country. Accidentally he went to Chicago, and here it was that his talent attained 
a greater development.

Among  his  first  large  commissions  was  the  Haymarket  monument, 
commemorating the heroic deeds of the policemen in the anarchistic riot of 1886. 
For  McVicker's  Theatre  he  executed  two  large  friezes,  representing  La  Salle's 
triumphal march through Illinois (1681), and the Fort Dearborn massacre (1812); 
for  the Chicago "  Herald"  building the figure of  a mediæval  herald  and three 
tympana for the facade, representing the history of printing. In the latter works 
Mr. Gelert shows his strongest style of composition and modeling. The statue of 
Gen.  Grant  at  Galena,  Ill.  (see  illustration),  with  historical  bas-reliefs 
representing  Lee's  surrender  at  Appomattox;  the  statue  of  Hans  Christian 



Andersen (see illustration), and the heroic bust of Beethoven in Lincoln Park, 
Chicago,  are  acknowledged  to  be  among  the  very  best  examples  of  modern 
statuary. At the Columbian exposition in Chicago, 1893, Gelert's colossal group of 
laborers. "The Struggle for Work." created a marked sensation. The Springfield, 
Mass., "Republican" called it: "The most powerful and original work, not only in 
America but in the whole exhibition of sculpture," and said:

"This strenuous and faithful conception, representing the workingman's struggle 
for bread .  .  .  is  one of  the strongest things ever wrought into sculpture,  and 
whether  it  be  called  socialistic,  anarchistic,  or  what  not  else,  it  deserves 
recognition for its  extraordinary  moral  quality  and significance."  The Chicago 
"Inter-Ocean" said: "In 'The Struggle for Work,' by Johannes Gelert, there is the 
truest  touch,  perhaps  in  all  the  exposition,  of  that  divine,  stern  and  heroic 
symbolism, of which sculpture is capable, to which its function is most nearly 
allied." Close upon the World's fair came the great panic of 1893, and the great 
exposition, which otherwise might have proven a great incentive in art matters, 
brought  no benefit  whatever  to  local  art.  During the  five  following  years  Mr. 
Gelert executed his beautiful female figure, entitled the "Ascension of the Soul," 
and an athletic nude figure of a wounded American soldier, both of which have 
been highly praised, the latter receiving a gold medal at the Nashville centennial 
in 1897. In 1898 Mr. Gelert removed to New York city, and opened a studio.

— National cyclopaedia of American biography 1899



JOHANNES  SOPHUS  GELERT  —  South  Orange.  —  Sculptor.  Born  in  Nybel 
Schlesvig,  Denmark  (Prussia),  December  10,  1852;  son  of  Ludwig  Christian 
Frederick and Constance Andrea (Petersen) Gelert; married in Chicago in 1896, 
to Georgine B. Sundberg.

Children:  Carl  Robert,  born  in  1900;  Alfred  Christian,  born  in  1901;  Elsie 
Ingeborg, born in 1903.

Johannes Sophus Gelert attended the village schools in Schlesvig from 1859 to 
'65, spent a year at the schools in Copenhagen, and from 1870 to '75 studied art at 
the Royal Academy at Copenhagen. He began his artistic  career in 1867 as an 
apprentice  at  woodcarving.  After  his  graduation  from  the  Royal  Academy  of 
Copenhagen  he  made  a  tour  through  Germany  and  then  worked  for  fifteen 
months in Paris. In 1878 at the Salon he exhibited a colossal group representing 
the Norse God, Thor, combating a bull. From 1879 to 1882 he was engaged on 
large  monumental  works  in  Berlin;  and  in  1882  executed  several  decorative 
statues  for  a  theatre  in  Copenhagen.  He  afterwards  studied  at  Rome  on  a 
scholarship awarded by the Danish government.

Mr. Gelert became a resident of the United States in 1887 and was admitted to 
citizenship in 1892. He worked at his art in Chicago until 1898 and since then has 
been  established  in  New  York  City.  He  exhibited  at  the  World's  Columbian 
Exposition,  Chicago,  1893  (member  International  Jury  of  Award),  Paris 
Exposition  1900  (honorary  mention),  Nashville  Centennial  Exposition,  1897 
(gold  medal),  Philadelphia  Art  Club,  (for  group  "The  Little  Architect"  (gold 
medal), American Art Society, Philadelphia (gold medal) and Buffalo Exposition 
(honorary mention).

Among  Mr.  Gelert's  important  works  are:  Four  statues  representing  Roman 
Civilization,  Brooklyn  Institute  of  Arts  and  Sciences;  portrait  statue  of  Col. 
Stevens,  founder  of  Minneapolis;  portrait  statue  of  Furman  University  of 
Tennessee,  Nashville;  statue representing Denmark,  for United States  Custom 
House,  New York  City;  colossal  group representing the  Struggle  for  Work,  at 
World's Columbian Exposition; statue representing Napoleon the Great, for the 
Missouri  State  Building  at  the  Louisiana  Purchase  Exposition;  statue 
representing  Gothic  Art  (for  the  Fine  Arts  Building  in  St.  Louis;  Haymarket 
Policeman  Statue  (Haymarket  Square)  and  Beethoven  and  Anderson  statues 
(Lincoln Park),  Chicago; Grant's statue in Galena,  Ill.,  and nine statues and a 
frieze in marble for the Bergen County Courthouse at Hackensack, and a life sized 
portrait statue in bronze of C. W. Post (1917) at Battle Creek, Michigan.

Mr. Gelert is a member of the National Sculptors Society and of the Architectural 
League. His studio is at 11 E. 14th street, New York City.

— Scannell’s New Jersey’s First Citizen’s and State Guide 1917
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Johannes Gelert

JOHANNES  SOPHUS  GELERT,  sculptor,  was  born  in  Nybøl,  Schleswig, 
Denmark, Dec. 10, 1852, son of Ludwig Christian Frederik and Constance A. F. 
(Pedersen) Gelert. 

He inherited  an  artistic  aptitude  from his  parents,  and  in  his  boyhood made 
drawings and clay models of animals without instruction. 

In  1866,  when  the  family  removed  to  Copenhagen,  he  was  apprenticed  to  a 
woodcarver, and during 1870-75 was a student at the Danish Royal Academy of 
Fine Arts while working at his trade. He then lived for two years in Stockholm, 
Sweden,  where  he  executed  several  pieces  of  statuary  in  marble  for  Prof.  F. 
Kjeldberg. 

A tour through Germany followed in 1877, with intervals spent in Berlin, Dresden 
and  Munich,  and  afterward  he  resided  in  Paris  for  fifteen  months.  French 
sculpture as shown in the salon impressed him unfavorably by its minute realism 
and lack of taste, and in search of an original conception for a salon exhibit he 
turned to Thorwaldsen's lofty idealism for inspiration. The result was a colossal 
group representing the Norse god Thor combating a bull, which was exhibited in 
the Salon of 1878. 

In  1879-82  Mr.  Gelert  was  in  Berlin,  working  for  Prof.  Siemering  on  large 
monumental  works.  He then returned to Copenhagen to execute a number of 
decorative  statues  for  a  new  theatre  there,  and  upon  their  completion  was 
awarded a scholarship by the Danish government, which enabled him to go to 
Rome  and  continue  his  studies  for  some  months  in  ancient  and  modern 
sculpture. While in Rome, he executed a bust of an Italian girl, "Adelaide," which 
he later finished carving in Carrara marble. 

Subsequently he lived in Copenhagen and pursued his art for a scanty substance 
until 1887, when he emigrated to the United States in search of a larger field for 
sculptural work. He settled in Chicago, where his talents were soon utilized in 
public edifices and attained great development. His prominent works in that city 
include  the  Haymarket  monument  commemorating  the  heroic  deeds  of 
policemen in quelling the anarchist riot of 1886; two large friezes, representing 
La  Salle's  triumphant  march  through  Illinois  in  1681  and  the  Fort  Dearborn 
massacre  of  1812,  for McVicker's  Theatre;  another  historical  bas-relief  for the 
Chicago  "Herald"  building's  facade,  showing  a  medieval  herald  and  three 
tympana as symbolizing the history of printing; and the statue of Hans Christian 
Andersen and the heroic bust of Beethoven in Lincoln Park. For the Columbian 
Exposition,  or World's  Fair,  held in  that  city  in 1893,  he produced a  colossal 
group of laborers, "The Struggle for Work," which created a marked sensation as 
one of  the strongest conceptions ever wrought into sculpture and as standing 
alone in the whole field of the world's statuary, revealing,  in the words of the 



Chicago "Inter-Ocean," "the truest touch, perhaps in all  the exposition, of that 
divine, stern and heroic symbolism of which sculpture is capable." He served also 
on the exposition's international jury of awards. 

Mr.  Gelert  was  the  sculptor  of  the  statue  raised  to  Gen.  U.  S.  Grant  at  his 
birthplace, Galena, Ill., also of a finely modeled figure, called the "Ascension of 
the Soul," and of an athletic nude conception of a wounded American soldier, the 
latter receiving a gold medal at the Nashville Centennial Exposition of 1897. 

The sculptor removed to New York city in 1898, and occupied a studio on East  
14th Street for twenty-five years. His "Little Architect," a life-size figure study of 
two children, executed when he was in Rome, was awarded a gold medal by the 
Art Club of Philadelphia in 1899, and as an exhibit at the Paris exposition in 1900 
received  honorable  mention.  His  work  shown  at  the  Buffalo  Pan-American 
Exposition of 1901 attained similar recognition, and in 1902 the American Art 
Society  of  Philadelphia  awarded  him  its  gold  medal  for  his  bronze  statuette 
"Theseus." 

Gelert's New York studio work included a marble bust of Joseph Medill, editor of 
the Chicago "Tribune" (1900);  "Gothic  Art,"  for the  Fine Arts  building,  and a 
statue of Napoleon for the Missouri state building, at  the St.  Louis exposition 
( 1904); "The Turtle Players," a life-size study of the sculptor's two sons as small  
children  (1904);  a  symbolic  statue,  "Denmark,"  expressive  of  the  old  Nordic, 
Viking  spirit,  at  the  New  York  Custom  House  (1905);  "Boy  With  Vine  Bag," 
designed  for  a  fountain  (1906);  statues  of  Francis  Furman  for  Furman  Hall, 
Vanderbilt  University,  Nashville,  Tenn.,  and  for  the  Furman  mausoleum  in 
Mount Olivet Cemetery (1908); four figures representing the four seasons for the 
Althorpe building, New York city (1908); a series of four statues symbolical of 
Roman civilization, respectively designated "Emperor," "Statesman," "Lawgiver," 
and "Orator," for the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences (1909); statue of 
Col. John H. Stevens, first settler and founder of Minneapolis (1910); large bust 
of  Christ,  which  the  sculptor  presented  to  the  Saviour's  Church  (Danish), 
Brooklyn, N. Y. (1910); "Enlightenment," a statue, and a group of other symbolic 
figures,  for  the  dome  of  the  Hackensack  (N.  J.)  courthouse  (1911);  "Evening 
Prayers," a family statuary group (1913), which is executed in Carrara marble and 
used as the central motif of the Reredos in Christ Lutheran Church, Maplewood, 
N. J.; bas-relief of head of Christ (1915); "Christ Blessing Children," also a group 
where he used his own daughter as the model for one of the children; and a statue 
of C. W. Post, of "Postum" fame, at Battle Creek, Mich. 

Among the numerous portrait busts he modelled in bronze or marble were those 
of William Frederick Poole, the Chicago Librarian, Orrington Lunt, Northwestern 
University, Chicago; Robert Collyer, Unity Church, Chicago; H. H. Bancroft, the 
historian; Jacob Riis, New York settlement pioneer; Judge Joseph Meade Bailey 
of Chicago; James Dole, vice-president, Chicago Art Institute; and John W. Root, 
architect, Chicago Art Institute. The most inspiring of his portrait-busts was one 
he modelled of Abraham Lincoln, replicas of which are in New Jersey schools at 



South Orange, Roselle, Irvington and Hackensack, in the Presbyterian church in 
East Orange and in the Lincoln National Bank and Trust Co., Fort Wayne, Ind. 
Gelert's other work included a portrait medallion of Woodrow Wilson; two bas-
reliefs in All Souls Church, New York city, one representing John Harsen Rhodes 
and the other the Rev. Thomas R. Slicer; and much decorative church interior 
work. 

An inspired and painstaking sculptor of the old school, Gelert was wholly out of 
sympathy with modernism in art. He had the attachment of his school for fidelity 
to detail and gratified both his esthetic sense and love of accuracy in studying the 
hang  of  clothes  or  draperies  of  his  figures.  He  sought  both  beauty  and 
resemblance to nature in first moulding his figures anatomically to obtain the 
natural  physical  shape  before  clothing  them,  and  alike  in  his  portrait  and 
symbolic subjects brought life into the expression of the eyes. He had long been a 
member of the National Sculpture Society and the Architectural League. 

Mr. Gelert was married in Chicago, Oct. 28, 1896, to Georgine Betsy, daughter of 
Gustav Ludvig Sundberg, of Copenhagen, Denmark, and had three children: Carl 
Robert, Alfred Christian and Elsie Ingeborg Gelert.  

Mr. Gelert died in Brooklyn, N. Y., November 5, 1923.

— The National Cyclopedia of American Biography



Johannes Gelert

The  internationally  recognized  Danish-American  sculptor,  Johannes  Sophus 
Gelert  (1852-1923),  was  a  multiple  Gold  Medal  recipient  at  exhibitions 
throughout Europe and the United States, where many of his works still adorn 
parks and museums. 

Gelert, son of a noted Danish goldsmith who was appointed by Emperor Dom 
Pedro of Brazil as his Court Jeweler, was born in the Danish village of Nybøl. His 
early boyhood days spent modeling figurines of mud from the shoreline of the 
fjord revealed the embryo of a genius artist to Professor C. A. Berg who quickly 
apprenticed  the  young  Gelert  to  Woodcarver  at  the  Danish  Technological 
Institute in Copenhagen where he spent two and one-half  years mastering his 
craft first in wood. His following five years were in study at the four hundred year 
old and prestigious Royal Danish Academy of Fine Art, majoring in sculpture, 
graduating  with  the  highest  honors  and  receiving  the  coveted  Medal  of  the 
Academy.

To attain the highest level of perfection in his art, Johannes Gelert chose his post-
graduate studies as a protégé under the leading masters of Europe: In Stockholm 
under Professor F. Kjeldberg; under various professors in Paris; and under the 
professors, F. Hartzer. Rudolf Siemering, and Albert Wolff in Berlin, Munich and 
Dresden. By this time Gelert had become fluent in nine different languages and 
read  everything  obtainable  on  both  Norse  and  Greek  Mythology.  It  was  no 
wonder, then, that when young Johannes Gelert entered into his first important 
competition at the International Exposition Salon at Paris in 1878, he attracted 
much attention with his dynamic group from Norse Mythology, "Thor Wrestling 
With A Bull," which was awarded an Honorable Mention.

The Royal Danish Governement acknowledged Gelert's rising talent and potential 
when the Ministry of Education awarded Johannes Gelert a scholarship to study 
ancient and classical sculpture for two years in Rome. It was during this tenure 
that Gelert executed the life-size "Little Architect" that would be awarded the gold 
Medal in 1899 from the Art Club of Philadelphia and another Honorable Mention 
award at the Paris Salon in 1900.

But in Copenhagen during the year 1886, just a year before his emigration to the 
United States, Gelert executed the 17" high statuette, "Theseus, Victor Over The 
Minotaur,"  a  subject  from Greek  Mythology and the epitome of  perfection  in 
sculpting  the  male  anatomy.  This  work  was  exhibited  at  the  Columbian 
Exposition and World's Fair at Chicago in 1893 and entered into competition in 
1902 at the American Art Society in Philadelphia where it was honored with its 
Gold  Medal.  By  special  invitation  Gelert  exhibited  this  well-known  sculpture 
again  at  the  National  Academy  Of  Design,  New  York  in  1912  and  at  The 
Pennsylvania Academy Of Fine Arts, Philadelphia in 1913.



Johannes Gelert established his first studios in Chicago, where many important 
monuments  still  remain  as  public  works.  The  "Haymarket  Monument,"  the 
Beethoven and Hans Christian Andersen Memorial Monuments in Lincoln Park 
are but a few of his representative works in that city. At Galena, Illinois Gelert's  
14' bronze memorial monument of General U.S. Grant stands in the center of his 
hometown typifying his neoclassic style and the return to naturalism.

At the Columbian Exposition of 1893 Gelert executed six 12' works displayed in 
the Grand Court of  Honor.  His competitive entry  "The Struggle  For Work,"  a 
massive  group  in  plaster  taken  from  a  scene  he  witnessed  in  Manchester, 
England created a sensation at the World's Fair and was acclaimed as "The most 
powerful  and original  work,  not only in America,  but in the whole exhibition 
(world-wide  realm)  of  sculpture".  "The  Struggle  For  Work"  was  about  to  be 
presented with the Gold Medal when Gelert, himself, was chosen as Judge on the 
International Jury of Awards.

It was during this same era that Johannes Gelert sculpted a life-size portrait bust 
of Abraham Lincoln, one of his favorite subjects. This bust has been reputed by 
many critics as "the most sensitive and finest example of Lincolnian sculpture 
ever executed." As one admirer of the work stated,  "Lincoln was a man of great  
depth of character and it all seems to 'come out' in this sculpture".

Before  moving  his  studios  to  New  York  in  1898,  the  world-renown  sculptor 
exhibited his life-size "Wounded American Soldier," at the Nashville Centennial 
Exposition in 1897.

Gelert's  works  from  his  New  York  studios  included  the  twelve  foot  marble 
monument, "Denmark," atop the U.S. Custom House and four twelve foot marble 
statues  representing  "Roman  Civilization"  for  the  exterior  of  the  Brooklyn 
Institute of Arts and Sciences.  

An artist  of  the highest credentials,  Johannes Gelert  was summarized by  The 
Newark Sunday Call on October, 22, 1911 as ".   .   .  a sculptor of international 
reputation. Here was a man who won plaudits of the world in his time and moved 
from land to land like a conquering hero".

— Robert A. Gelert, Sr. 1980
Grandson of Johannes Gelert


